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THE ABBOT AND PUBLIC LIFE IN LATE MEDIEVAL ENGLAND​[1]​
Martin Heale

In Anglo-Saxon and Anglo-Norman England, heads of major religious houses were regularly drawn into the public life of the country.​[2]​ Over the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, however, the prominence of monastic superiors in English politics and government gradually waned. A modest number of abbots and priors continued to occupy positions of high office in the royal administration after the first decades of the 1200s. Richard le Gras, abbot of Evesham, was keeper of the seal from 1239-42, and three monastic superiors – John of Caux, abbot of Peterborough, Henry, prior of St Radegund and Richard of Ware, abbot of Westminster – all served as royal treasurer in the second half of the thirteenth century. However, with the exception of Simon Langham, abbot of Westminster (and later archbishop of Canterbury and a cardinal) who was royal treasurer in the early 1360s, these were the last monastic superiors (qua abbots, at least) to hold a leading position in royal government.​[3]​
A number of factors contributed to the Crown’s diminishing reliance on abbots and priors for the governance of the realm. With the rise of the universities and inns of court there was now an educated and capable body of secular clerks and laymen at the king’s disposal. Many of these clerks built their careers in the royal service, culminating for some in a bishopric, and their professional expertise and loyalty ensured that they dominated important governmental roles. It should be stressed that throughout the later middle ages, secular clerics exerted far more influence on English government and politics than the regular clergy. As trusted royal servants, bishops regularly occupied the most prominent offices of state, for example as chancellor or keeper of the privy seal, and led important diplomatic missions. Moreover, secular prelates such as John Stratford, Thomas Arundel and Cardinal Henry Beaufort were among the most influential political actors in late medieval England.​[4]​
Internal monastic developments also contributed to the reduced prominence of heads of religious houses in royal government. The provision for the free election of monastic superiors in Magna Carta in 1215 – generally respected by English monarchs, at least by the later thirteenth century – meant that abbacies were rarely used by late medieval kings to reward their servants or favourites.​[5]​ At the same time, and perhaps for reasons not unconnected with the factors cited above, the recruitment of aristocratic entrants into the monastic life – relatively common in Anglo-Saxon and Anglo-Norman England – seems to have declined sharply by the later twelfth century.​[6]​ As a result of this trend, together with the relative absence of papal provision and commendatory abbots in England, few late medieval English superiors hailed from that elevated stratum of society for whom political activity and leadership was considered natural.​[7]​
By 1300, therefore, English abbots and priors were much more widely employed in ecclesiastical administration, in the service of their Order, diocesan or the wider Church, than in secular government. Yet as substantial landowners with considerable local influence, and as educated and experienced administrators with both financial and legal expertise, the heads of the greater monasteries were still potentially valuable to the Crown.​[8]​ The aim of this essay is to outline the modest but enduring role in national and local government played by abbots and priors in late medieval England (c.1300-c.1530), considering the nature and extent of their office-holding. Heads of religious houses were drawn into public life in order to perform a range of services for the Crown, including some financial and administrative roles not dissimilar to those carried out by the religious in Italian city states in the same period.​[9]​ The participation of English abbots and priors in public life continued throughout the later middle ages, and even seems to have intensified after the mid-fifteenth century. Their involvement also extended on occasion to political engagement, a dimension of late medieval monastic activity which has perhaps been under-estimated.

The obvious place to begin this survey is the attendance of monastic superiors in Parliament.​[10]​ Heads of certain major religious houses were traditionally summoned to lay assemblies as tenants-in-chief who had the duty of attending the king. A much wider selection of superiors were called to early Parliaments, from the 1260s, with some assemblies summoning well over fifty abbots and priors, including heads of numerous wool-rich Cistercian and Premonstratensian houses. After Convocation was established as the assembly through which clerical taxation should be granted in 1340, the number of monastic superiors summoned to Parliament fell substantially.​[11]​ Not only were Cistercian and Premonstratensian abbots released from attendance, but several other houses successfully petitioned the Crown that their superiors should no longer be called, on the grounds that they held their lands in frankalmoin and not as tenants-in-chief of the king.​[12]​ The unpopularity of parliamentary attendance comes across clearly in these petitions, with the abbot of St Augustine’s Bristol complaining in 1341 that he and his predecessors had been ‘arbitrarily summoned to parliaments and councils, and by means of this summons unduly vexed in many ways’.​[13]​ Abbot Cloune of Leicester’s acquisition of a similar exemption in 1352 was considered by the abbey chronicler Henry Knighton to be one of the abbot’s most valuable legacies to his community.​[14]​ By the mid-1360s, the roster of monastic superiors summoned to Parliament as spiritual lords was largely settled, comprising twenty-seven heads of houses (raised to thirty in the reign of Henry VIII), although this final list was not based on tenure, wealth or any other discernible principle.
It is tempting to conclude that the main contribution of heads of religious houses to the parliamentary history of late medieval England was their creative attempts to avoid attendance wherever possible. When the abbot of Tavistock was raised to ‘the honour, privilege and liberties of the spiritual lords of our Parliament’, by Henry VIII in 1514, specific provision was made for his non-attendance (including a fine of five marks for every whole Parliament missed), owing to the distance he would have to travel to Westminster.​[15]​ It was very common for abbots and priors summoned to the House of Lords to appoint deputies, or proctors, to attend Parliament in their place. Late medieval abbots’ registers teem with these proxies, explaining how abbots were too sick, too frail or too occupied with urgent business to come in person; and abbatial proctors are also extremely well represented in the SC10 class of Parliamentary Proxies in the National Archives.​[16]​ Although this latter collection contains many lacunae, extant letters of proxy can be located for as many as nineteen or twenty superiors for several individual Parliaments in the fourteenth century.​[17]​
This absenteeism is perhaps unsurprising: full attendance at Parliament might take several weeks out of the year, and was inevitably expensive. In attending some part of the Parliament of 1515, Abbot Marton of Bardney spent £21 11s., while his expenses at the first session of the Reformation Parliament in 1529 amounted to £26 4s.8d. Although his non-attendance at another unspecified Henrician Parliament (presumably that of 1523) still required the payment of a fine and the expenses of proctors, amounting to combined outgoings of nearly £12, this still entailed a substantial saving.​[18]​ But despite these incentives for staying away, we should not entirely write off the parliamentary activity of late medieval abbots and priors. Roskell’s dismissal of abbatial attendance in the Lords as ‘normally deplorable’, is somewhat harsh and not entirely justified by the evidence he so usefully accumulated.​[19]​  Although there were occasions (perhaps not infrequent) in the fourteenth and the first half of the fifteenth century when no more than one or two monastic superiors were present in the Lords (as in the sessions of September 1346, September 1397 and June-July 1449), rates of attendance were often rather higher than this, particularly in the years after 1450. Twenty abbots and priors were present in the Lords in July 1455 (admittedly after the previous Parliament had imposed fines for absence), sixteen at the Coventry Parliament of 1459 and twenty-one at the first session of Edward IV’s first Parliament in November 1461. There were seventeen and eighteen superiors respectively present in Henry VII’s Parliaments of 1485 and 1495; and the Journal of the House of Lords, which survives in piecemeal fashion from 1510, reveals a similarly respectable turn-out in Henry VIII’s Parliaments right down to the Dissolution.​[20]​ This evidence points to a significant upturn of interest in parliamentary affairs among heads of religious houses from the mid-fifteenth century. It might also be noted that monastic attendance tended to rise, rather than fall, at moments of political tension and transition – as in 1455, 1459, 1461 and 1485 – suggesting that it was routine parliamentary business rather than their public role per se that heads of religious houses sought to eschew.
Despite this improved attendance, the parliamentary abbots and priors do not appear to have played a significant political role in the late medieval House of Lords. Nevertheless, parliamentary status could be of value to those superiors summoned for the access to sources of influence and power that it conferred. This might prove useful in resolving disputes concerning their monastery, and it could also provide opportunities for further engagement in public life. This can be seen in abbatial involvement in the king’s council, the body which met regularly (usually in Westminster) to advise the monarch, co-ordinate royal government and supervise routine administration. Although it has received little comment from historians, the heads of several major religious houses – principally, though not exclusively, those called to Parliament – are known to have attended the king’s council, a few with some regularity. The core membership of the council – generally consisting of the royal treasurer, chancellor and keeper of the privy seal, together with a handful of administratively experienced bishops, magnates and knights – met regularly, often on a daily basis.​[21]​ Clearly, this level of involvement would have been impossible for monastic superiors to sustain. However, heads of religious houses are not infrequently found in the king’s council when more than routine business was being conducted. In several recorded council meetings between 1400 and 1459 (during which time fuller records of its business survive) at least one or two abbots were present, often out of a total attendance of fewer than ten. Abbot Frome of Glastonbury and Abbot Harwedon of Westminster attended council meetings on several occasions between 1429 and 1437, and the abbots of Gloucester and Abingdon also served as councillors during these years.​[22]​ A further five monastic superiors are known to have been councillors during the reign of Edward IV (1461-83).​[23]​
Another means by which heads of religious houses were involved in secular affairs was service as diplomats. Abbots were well suited for this role in a number of ways. They were frequently employed in dispute settlement as papal judges delegate and, in the secular sphere, as mediators called in to help resolve local disputes by arbitration out of court.​[24]​ Many were well educated and, as members of the universal Church and international religious orders, they might provide common ground with foreign embassies. Monastic superiors might also perform a valuable ceremonial function on embassies, helping to match rival delegations in ostentation, since abbots (like bishops) travelled with large trains of attendants when on diplomatic missions.​[25]​ Accordingly, heads of the larger religious houses were regularly used as diplomats throughout the thirteenth and the first decades of the fourteenth centuries.​[26]​ Thereafter, however, the Crown turned increasingly to a more professional corps of bishops, clerks, heralds and magnates for service as royal embassies, and only a handful of monastic superiors – such as Abbot Boulers of Gloucester and Prior Sellyng of Christ Church Canterbury – were regularly used as diplomats in the fifteenth century.​[27]​ Yet heads of religious houses were not entirely supplanted. Abbots and priors were more frequently employed on ecclesiastical diplomatic missions: several heads of religious houses were sent as royal representatives to the General Councils of the first half of the fifteenth century, while Abbot Babington of Bury was the resident royal proctor in Rome c.1449-c.1453.​[28]​ Equally, heads of border monasteries continued to be used throughout the later middle ages for diplomatic negotiations with Wales and Scotland, on account of their local knowledge and influence.​[29]​
Partly because their precincts were (relatively) secure locations for the storage of moneys, religious houses could also be useful in performing financial services for the Crown.​[30]​ The late medieval abbots of Chester were regularly required to receive and hold royal revenues sent from Ireland and the abbots of St Mary’s York were responsible for distributing the funds for Henry VIII’s early campaigns against the Scots.​[31]​ Probably the most common (and unpopular) governmental activity performed by heads of religious houses was the collection of the taxes granted by the clergy to the king.​[32]​ From the Crown’s perspective, monastic superiors were ideal agents for this role, having their own body of officials to assist with the collection and a safe place to store revenues; but it was a serious imposition on the heads of large and small monasteries alike, not least because abbots and priors could be required to make up any shortfalls in collection themselves. Several heads of religious houses sought to acquire exemption from this onerous duty, an endeavour which provoked considerable resentment both among the bishops (who were required to appoint collectors on behalf of the Crown) and fellow superiors.​[33]​
Abbots and priors also received a wide variety of royal commissions in the later middle ages, for example to survey royal castles, to maintain roads, sea walls, bridges and sewers and to serve on local inquests. Certain commissions were apparently considered particularly suitable for heads of religious houses. Monastic superiors, like bishops, were regularly commissioned to receive the oaths taken by new royal officials or other heads of houses.​[34]​ They were also frequently used for prohibiting unlicensed tournaments in the later thirteenth century, presumably because a fight was less likely to break out if an ecclesiastic carried out this function.​[35]​ Yet abbots and priors were not only employed for peace-keeping, and they might also be required to assist in the defence of the kingdom. In the late 1330s and early 1340s, several abbots and priors were ordered to re-locate with servants and retainers to their manors near the south coast in order to help repel French raids.​[36]​ Heads of religious houses might also take to the field themselves in defence of the realm. Between 1369 and 1418 abbots and priors, along with other churchmen, were called by the Crown to arrays of the clergy, in order to provide an additional fighting force in the event of foreign invasion.​[37]​ The limited evidence for how this service was fulfilled suggests that many abbots provided two or three fighting men in their place, but it is not impossible that some fought in person. Contemporary chroniclers record the martial exertions of three monastic superiors in the late 1370s against French and Castilian raids. Abbot Hamo de Offington of Battle successfully repelled assaults on Winchelsea in 1376 and 1377, whereas Abbot Pecham of St Augustine’s Canterbury led ‘a strong body of his own men and other valiant men whom he had specially kept with him’, to drive off attacks on Folkestone and Dover in 1377. Prior John de Cariloco of Lewes was a less successful warrior, being captured by a raiding party that same year while attempting to defend Rottingdean.​[38]​
From the mid-fifteenth century, we also find the heads of several major abbeys and priories taking on a more prominent role in local government, serving as Justices of the Peace. In the later middle ages, JPs became the main agents for the enforcement and regulation of royal justice in the shires.​[39]​ The large majority were local gentlemen, working alongside a smaller number of magnates and royal justices. However, from the 1420s, bishops also began to be appointed to commissions of the peace in significant numbers, and from the 1460s it was common for abbots and priors to serve as JPs too.​[40]​ Up to 1485, monastic superiors were principally deployed in the south west and the home counties, but by the 1520s they were serving on commissions of the peace right across the south and midlands, and occasionally in Yorkshire and Northumberland. Most of the abbots and priors called upon were among those summoned to Parliament, although prominent non-parliamentary abbots such as John Dynyngton of Tavistock and Marmaduke Huby of Fountains were also used with some regularity. It would appear, therefore, that superiors who were ‘known quantities’ were generally preferred for this important role. The appointment of prelates as JPs by the Yorkist and Tudor kings has sometimes been explained as a device ‘to interfere in the royal interest in regional affairs’, with politically reliable bishops and abbots used to counter-balance the particularist tendencies of the local gentry.​[41]​ More recent studies, however, have stressed the essential unity of interest between Crown and gentry in the maintenance of law and order in the shires.​[42]​ The appointment of abbots onto commissions of the peace can perhaps be more convincingly attributed, therefore, to their local influence as major landowners and their experience in conflict resolution. The increasing range of duties required of the JP, including the prosecution of heretics, and the concomitant growth in the number of commissioners employed, may also have contributed to this development. We do not know how seriously abbots and priors took this role, or how frequently they attended quarter sessions. But the fact that they were regularly appointed to commissions of the peace from the mid-fifteenth century to the 1530s indicates that the Crown or the council believed them to be serving a useful purpose.
The regular appointment of abbots to this important office from the mid-fifteenth century onwards indicates that there was by no means a simple, linear decline in monastic superiors’ public role from the thirteenth century down to the Dissolution. Indeed, alongside the significantly improved attendance of monastic superiors in Parliament taking place in this very period, their service as JPs appears to reflect a more general expansion of abbatial participation in public life after the middle years of the fifteenth century. This conclusion is bolstered by patterns in the appointment of abbots and priors to the episcopal bench, with the number of monastic bishops rising significantly in late fifteenth- and early sixteenth-century England, to levels not seen since the early 1300s.​[43]​ Of course, a bishopric was an office from which further public duties and influence inevitably flowed. For example, after he was first raised to the episcopal bench in 1494, Henry Deane, prior of Llanthony Secunda served as chancellor of Ireland and keeper of the great seal and, as archbishop of Canterbury (1501-3), he was appointed to thirty-six commissions of the peace.​[44]​ What lay behind the increasing visibility of abbots and priors in public life in the later fifteenth and early sixteenth century is not entirely clear, but it may well be connected to the growing engagement of late medieval monasteries with the universities.​[45]​
Monastic superiors, and particularly the heads of those houses which were called to Parliament, therefore retained some involvement in public life throughout the later middle ages. It remains the case, however, that – unlike bishops – the abbots and priors of late medieval England were not major political figures.​[46]​ Other than Reginald Boulers, abbot of Gloucester, who was part of the (unpopular) administration of the duke of Suffolk in the 1440s, and perhaps Philip Repingdon, abbot of Leicester, who was Henry IV’s confessor and friend, it is hard to identify a single politically influential monastic superior in fifteenth-century England.​[47]​ Nevertheless, there is some reason to believe that abbots and priors were more politically active than is generally assumed. There is not space here to develop this theme fully, but a case study of the period 1385-1420, an era well covered by chronicles, is highly suggestive. In these turbulent years, which included the deposition of Richard II in 1399 and several outbreaks of rebellion against his successor Henry IV, there is evidence for a surprising amount of political engagement by heads of religious houses.
Some of this political activity was undertaken in an official capacity. Abbot Morice of Waltham was one of fourteen spiritual and temporal lords appointed in Parliament in November 1386 to the Commission of Reform, which effectively took over the government of the realm for a year in reaction to the wastefulness of the king’s government and household.​[48]​ In September 1399, Abbot Colchester of Westminster, Prior Chillenden of Christ Church Canterbury and Abbot Chynnok of Glastonbury all took part in the formal deposition of Richard II, the former two as members of the delegation sent to receive Richard’s abdication and the abbot of Glastonbury (perhaps by analogy with 1327) as one of the delegates appointed to deliver the deed of deposition to the king.​[49]​ In each instance, it is clear that these superiors were chosen not for their own political importance but as representatives of the monastic estate. In 1399 (as in 1327), abbots and priors were appointed alongside bishops, magnates, knights and others chosen to represent the different estates of the realm. For measures of such moment and controversy as the deposition of a king, it was essential to involve as much of the political nation as possible, and as an important component in the House of Lords, it was natural that the heads of religious houses should be one of the groups thus represented.
There is, however, also evidence that several monastic superiors were personally involved in the political disturbances of these years. In his confession before Parliament in 1397, the earl of Warwick claimed that he had been drawn into resisting Richard II through the influence of Gloucester and Arundel, while (in the words of one contemporary chronicle) ‘trustynge also in the holynesse & wisdom of the abbote off Seynt Albon and off the recluse off Westmynstre that seide that yt wasse lawefull that thay hadden don’.​[50]​ More striking, however, is the frequency with which heads of religious houses were implicated in the opposition to Henry IV after his usurpation in 1399. Despite his role in the formal deposition of Richard II, Abbot Colchester of Westminster was a staunch supporter of that monarch, and was sent to the Tower for involvement in the Epiphany Rising of January 1400 which sought to restore Richard to the throne. Prior Trediddan of Launceston was also investigated after this rebellion, accused of assisting the earl of Huntingdon by gathering men in his support and receiving goods of the earl and his adherents into safe keeping.​[51]​ Richard II died at Pontefract shortly afterwards (probably on the orders of Henry IV), but this did not bring an end to the conspiracies of his supporters. Fourteen people, including nine Franciscan friars and Walter de Baldock, the prior of Launde, were executed in June 1402 having been found guilty of spreading rumours that Richard was still alive and planning an uprising on his behalf.​[52]​ A similar plot, led by Maud de Vere, the countess of Oxford, was supported by Abbots Sturry of Colchester, London of St Osyth’s and Cokke of Beeleigh.​[53]​ Apparently believing that the former king was still alive in Scotland, the conspirators sought to orchestrate the landing of a French force in Essex, which was to meet up with Owen Glendower and Richard himself at Northampton. All three abbots were arrested and tried for treason in August 1404, but were subsequently pardoned for their misdeeds. The abbot of Colchester, however, was soon arrested again for renewed plotting and died in prison shortly afterwards. Two further superiors, the prior of St Botulph’s Colchester and the abbot of Revesby (in Lincolnshire), were also investigated in connection with the conspiracy.​[54]​
The northern uprisings against Henry IV attracted similar levels of support from heads of religious houses. Prior Takell of Warter was pardoned for having joined Archbishop Scrope in the field during his rebellion of 1405, and a former prior of Malton (or Marton) was also pardoned after the revolt.​[55]​ Other superiors participated in the Percy uprisings against the king. Abbot Baukwell of Welbeck is reported to have fled to Scotland with the earl of Northumberland and Lord Bardolf after the Scrope rebellion; an (unnamed) abbot of Halesowen was hanged after the battle of Bramham Moor in 1408 and, following this encounter, Prior Hexham of Hexham was pardoned for having treasonably received and aided the Scots and other enemies of the king invading the realm, abandoning his monastery in the process.​[56]​ We might also note that a number of Welsh superiors were actively involved in Owen Glendower’s revolt in the early fifteenth century: the abbots of Aberconway, Bardsey, Strata Florida and Whitland and the prior of Beddgelert all supported Glendower, as did Prior John ap Hywel of Llantarnam who was killed during the battle of Pwll Melyn in 1405.​[57]​ Accusations made at Huntingdon in 1405 by two convicted thieves, that at least sixteen named abbots and priors in eastern England were secretly sending large sums of money to Glendower, were almost certainly fabrications designed to earn the ‘informers’ a reprieve.​[58]​ However, it is significant that Henry IV’s government took these charges very seriously, with investigations into the accusations continuing for three years. Clearly the idea that an extended network of monastic superiors could have been participating in such a scheme was less far-fetched to the regime than it appears to the modern historian. Monastic political activity did not cease with the reign of Henry IV. Perhaps most curiously of all, two prominent Shropshire superiors were said to have aided and sheltered the Lollard John Oldcastle (no friend to monks) prior to and following his uprising against Henry V in January 1414. Abbot Prestbury of Shrewsbury was accused in King’s Bench of assisting Oldcastle to escape from the Tower in October 1413 and Prior Stafford (alias Mar) of Wenlock was imprisoned and tried for sheltering Oldcastle in April 1417. Although the prior was found not guilty, he was returned to prison and subsequently released on the security of other local landowners that he would return for trial if summoned.​[59]​
The precise nature of the monastic contribution to these uprisings and conspiracies is often unclear. Not all of those superiors implicated were found guilty, and some may have been falsely accused. In other instances, abbots and priors seem only to have assisted behind the scenes, providing practical support or encouraging others to rebel through preaching and spreading rumours. Several monastic superiors, however, played a very active role in the opposition to Henry IV, either in the planning of a conspiracy (such as the three abbots involved in the Essex rising) or by fighting or fleeing alongside political rebels (like the heads of Warter, Llantarnam and Welbeck). The fact that a number of ordinary religious were tried for treason alongside their superiors suggests that some heads of houses were also willing to involve their own monks and canons in their intrigues.​[60]​ Securing the support of abbots and priors in plots of this kind could, of course, bring a number of advantages. Monastic superiors might furnish moral justification for rebellious actions, as the abbot of St Albans was said to have done for the earl of Warwick. Their wealth, households and tenurial connections could also prove useful in raising funds and manpower. Monastic involvement might equally provide privacy and an apparently innocent pretext for conspirators to meet together. The leaders of the countess of Oxford’s rising of 1403-4 gathered at Colchester Abbey on more than one occasion and, although the stories in the Traison et Mort concerning plots involving Abbot de la Mare of St Albans and Abbot Colchester of Westminster cannot be trusted in their detail, it is interesting that both conspiracies were said to have been hatched in the respective abbots’ lodgings after dinner.​[61]​
What drew monastic superiors from such a wide range of houses (great and small, and from a variety of religious orders) into active political opposition is rather more difficult to judge. It has often been noted that the uprisings against Henry IV attracted a good deal of clerical involvement.​[62]​ Whether this activity was encouraged by concerns about Henry IV’s usurpation and legitimacy, resentment about high levels of clerical taxation or committed support for the ‘pious’ king Richard II is far from clear. An alternative explanation might be found in the rumours about Richard’s survival, which may have appealed to churchmen both for their prophetic nature and as a means of legitimising political action against Henry.​[63]​ It is probably mistaken to search for a single explanation for the wide spectrum of monastic involvement in these plots and uprisings. However, the personal and tenurial connections between heads of houses and individual magnates seem to have been an important ingredient in the participation of at least some superiors. Abbot de la Mare was the duke of Gloucester’s godfather; the monasteries of the three superiors who took part in the Essex conspiracy were all situated within fifteen miles of the countess of Oxford’s seat at Great Bentley, and it was two Shropshire superiors who allegedly aided John Oldcastle, the scion of an important Marcher family. Whatever lay behind this activity, it is remarkable that so many abbots and priors were prepared to risk so much for themselves and their communities in political agitation. In almost every case, this involvement and partisanship is known only because it drew punishment from the Crown. We may be confident, therefore, that these examples do not represent the totality of the political engagement of abbots and priors over these years. Monastic superiors were not just valued servants, whose skills, status, experience and wealth made them suitable for certain kinds of public office. They could also be political agents, drawn into the affairs of the kingdom by their wider networks and interests.
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